The Glass by Sharon Olds, 1990

I think of it with wonder now,

the glass of mucus that stood on the table

next to my father all weekend. The cancer

is growing fast in his throat now,

and as it grows it sends out pus like the

sun sending out flares, those pouring

tongues. So my father has to gargle, hack,

spit a mouth full of thick stuff

into the glass every ten minutes or so,
scraping the rim up his lower lip to

get the last bit off his skin, then he

sets the glass down on the table and it

sits there, like a glass of beer foam,

shiny and faintly golden, he gurgles and
coughs and reaches for it again and

gets the heavy sputum out,

full of bubbles and moving around like yeast--
he is like some god producing food from his own mouth.
He himself can eat nothing anymore,

just a swallow of milk sometimes,

cut with water, and even then it

can't always get past the tumor,

and the next time the saliva comes up it's
chalkish and ropey, he has to roll it in his
throat to form it and get it up and dis-

gorge the elliptical globule into the cup--

and the wonder to me is that it did not disgust me,
that glass of phlegm that stood there all day and
filled slowly with the compound globes and I'd
empty it and it would fill again and

shimmer there on the table until the

room seemed to turn around it

in an orderly way, a model of the solar system
turning around the gold sun,

my father the dark earth that used to

lie at the center of the universe

now turning with the rest of us

around the bright glass of spit

on the table, these last mouthfuls.



Barbie Doll by Marge Piercy, 1971

This girlchild was born as usual

and presented dolls that did pee-pee

and miniature GE stoves and irons

and wee lipsticks the color of cherry candy.
Then in the magic of puberty, a classmate said:
You have a great big nose and fat legs.

She was healthy, tested intelligent,
possessed strong arms and back,

abundant sexual drive and manual dexterity.
She went to and fro apologizing.

Everyone saw a fat nose on thick legs.

She was advised to play coy,
exhorted to come on hearty,
exercise, diet, smile and wheedle.
Her good nature wore out

like a fan belt.

So she cut off her nose and her legs
and offered them up.

In the casket displayed on satin she lay
with the undertaker's cosmetics painted on,
a turned-up putty nose,

dressed in a pink and white nightie.
Doesn't she look pretty? everyone said.
Consummation at last.

To every woman a happy ending.

Hard Rock Returns to Prison from the Hospital for the
Criminal Insane by Etheridge Knight, 1968

Hard Rock was “known not to take no shit
From nobody,” and he had the scars to prove it:
Split purple lips, lumbed ears, welts above

His yellow eyes, and one long scar that cut
Across his temple and plowed through a thick
Canopy of kinky hair.

The WORD was that Hard Rock wasn’t a mean nigger
Anymore, that the doctors had bored a hole in his head,
Cut out part of his brain, and shot electricity

Through the rest. When they brought Hard Rock back,
Handcuffed and chained, he was turned loose,



Like a freshly gelded stallion, to try his new status.
And we all waited and watched, like a herd of sheep,
To see if the WORD was true.

As we waited we wrapped ourselves in the cloak

Of his exploits: “Man, the last time, it took eight

Screws to put him in the Hole.” “Yeah, remember when he
Smacked the captain with his dinner tray?” “He set

The record for time in the Hole—67 straight days!”

“Ol Hard Rock! man, that’s one crazy nigger.”

And then the jewel of a myth that Hard Rock had once bit

A screw” on the thumb and poisoned him with syphilitic spit.

The testing came, to see if Hard Rock was really tame.

A hillbilly called him a black son of a bitch

And didn’t lose his teeth, a screw who knew Hard Rock
From before shook him down and barked in his face.

And Hard Rock did ‘nothing.’ Just grinned and looked silly,
His eyes empty like knot holes in a fence.

And even after we discovered that it took Hard Rock
Exactly 3 minutes to tell you his first name,
We told ourselves that he had just wised up,
Was being cool; but we could not fool ourselves for long,
And we turned away, our eyes on the ground. Crushed.
He had been our Destroyer, the doer of things
We dreamed of doing but could not bring ourselves to do,
The fears of years, like a biting whip,
Had cut deep bloody grooves across our backs.
1. solitary confinement. *Screws: guards

Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers by Adrienne Rich, 1951

Aunt Jennifer's tigers prance across a screen,
Bright topaz denizens of a world of green.
They do not fear the men beneath the tree;
They pace in sleek chivalric certainty.

Aunt Jennifer's finger fluttering through her wool
Find even the ivory needle hard to pull.

The massive weight of Uncle's wedding band
Sits heavily upon Aunt Jennifer's hand.

When Aunt is dead, her terrified hands will lie
Still ringed with ordeals she was mastered by.
The tigers in the panel that she made

Will go on prancing, proud and unafraid.



Woodchucks by Maxine Kumin, 1972

Gassing the woodchucks didn’t turn out right.

The knockout bomb from the Feed and Grain Exchange
was featured as merciful, quick at the bone

and the case we had against them was airtight,

both exits shoehorned shut with puddingstone,

but they had a sub-sub-basement out of range.

Next morning they turned up again, no worse

for the cyanide than we for our cigarettes

and state-store Scotch, all of us up to scratch.

They brought down the marigolds as a matter of course
and then took over the vegetable patch

nipping the broccoli shoots, beheading the carrots.

The food from our mouths, I said, righteously thrilling
to the feel of the .22, the bullets’ neat noses.

I, a lapsed pacifist fallen from grace

puffed with Darwinian pieties for killing,

now drew a bead on the little woodchuck’s face.

He died down in the everbearing roses.

Ten minutes later I dropped the mother. She
flipflopped in the air and fell, her needle teeth
still hooked in a leaf of early Swiss chard.
Another baby next. O one-two-three

the murderer inside me rose up hard,

the hawkeye killer came on stage forthwith.

There’s one chuck left. Old wily fellow, he keeps
me cocked and ready day after day after day.

All night I hunt his humped-up form. I dream

I sight along the barrel in my sleep.

If only they’d all consented to die unseen

gassed underground the quiet Nazi way.



